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Extended abstract 
 
Introduction  
 
In the wake of natural disasters, governments often focus on renewal yet face criticism for 
failing to prepare for and manage the impact of events. The King and Royal Government of 
Bhutan’s response to two natural disasters provides a unique opportunity to add perspective to 
the largely corporate and Western focus of existing crisis research. This study highlights the 
post-disaster discourse as reported in national newspapers across two disasters that affected 
the country. The findings identify competing discourses of renewal, redevelopment, and 
improvement that emerged to enhance a whole-of-community approach to reconstruction 
following natural disasters.  
 
Philosophical and theoretical influences on communication 
 
Bhutan is a small Himalayan Kingdom landlocked between China and India with a physical 
geography defined by high mountains and networks of swift rivers ("Bhutan Portal," 2010). 
Bhutan’s transition from absolute monarchy to democracy in 2008 is reflected in a deeply 
embedded community development philosophy, Gross National Happiness (GNH) (Di Tella & 
MacCulloch, 2008). GNH, which has emerged as an alternative development indicator, balances 
the spiritual and material wellbeing of citizens by positioning people as important assets that sit 
at the heart of development (Di Tella & MacCulloch, 2008; Manifesto 2008). This common goal is 
reflected by the King, as the head of the state, and the Prime Minister, as the head of the 
government, in their compassion for the community and aspirations for Bhutan’s future 
(Manifesto 2008).   
 
GNH and the Bhutanese way of life present a unique lens through which to explore post-crisis 
communication because they do not clearly fit traditional Western and functionalist approaches 
to crisis management. To introduce a Bhutanese perspective on crisis communication, this study 
adopts a discourse perspective. Post-crisis discourse of renewal research has explored how 
survival and renewal reflect and shapes opportunities for change (Seeger, Ulmer, Novak, & 
Sellnow, 2005). While this work has traditionally focused on conflict reduction and resolution, 
there is opportunity to extend the discourse perspective to consider the interplay between 
power and control and (Motion, 2005), and the role of multiple positions that can encourage 
change (Motion & Leitch, 2009). Discourse has transformative potential (Motion & Leitch, 
2009), and this study aims to examine the multiple and potentially competing discourses that 
emerge around power, renewal, and redevelopment as new conditions that support change 
emerge. As a result, the central research question guiding this study is:  
 
How do discourses that emerge during post-disaster communication reflect or influence 
change?  
 
Method 
 
This study is based on case studies of two natural disasters, a flood and earthquake that 
occurred in May and September, 2009. These cases were chosen for theoretical reasons to 
provide insight into the discourses engaged by the King and Royal Government of Bhutan. Data 
were collected from 78 articles drawn from two online newspapers: 1) Kuensel, which began 
operating in 1967 as an internal government bulletin, is now a bilingual newspaper and 2) 
Bhutan Observer is a privately owned bilingual newspaper that first published in 2006 as part of 
the move to democracy.  
 
Drawing on Motion and Leitch (2009), data analysis focused on themes relating to renewal, 
leader behaviour, reconstruction, and power relations suggesting democratizing effects or 
improvements in disaster management. Examining research against these themes provided the 
opportunity to examine multiple and consider the opportunity for competing discourse. The 
authors acknowledge the limitations of the sample in this research, which due to scope are not 
analysed in this extended abstract.  
 
Results 
 
The first natural disaster: Cyclone Aila causes severe flooding  
 
In May 2009, rainfall from Cyclone Aila caused severe flooding in Bhutan, resulting in 13 deaths, 
washing away mule tracks and walking trails, and cutting off power and water supplies ("Flood 
news from across the land," 2009, May 27; "Wiser after the event," 2009, June 3). Public 
infrastructure including bridges, highways and schools and more than 40 houses and huts were 
damaged (Chhetri, 2009). This event was described in terms of connection to the principles that 
guide Bhutanese society: 
 This was not a day when Bhutan resembled ‘a peaceful kingdom that lives in harmony 
with Mother Nature’. The tragedy elevated the principles of GNH above an abstract 
concept. The strict environmental codes we practice mitigated a larger tragedy in the 
making. In our neighbouring countries, the losses and destruction was exponentially 
higher (Rabten, 2009, May 29). 
 
Within two days of the disaster, His Majesty the King visited the people affected by the floods 
and offered reassurance and kidu (means to support the wellbeing of people) ("His Majesty 
visits flood-affected areas," 2009, May 30).  
 
As media reporting shifted to focus on how the effects of the event could have been prevented, 
discourses emerged to identify ways to improve disaster management and help people make 
better decisions:  
 
The flood has left us with food for thought. Our flood warning system should be 
triggered at least hours, if not days, before any flood occurs. Our people should know 
that a flood is a dangerous spectacle, unpredictable and elemental. That to try to fish and 
collect potential fuel wood from flood waters is insane ("Editorial: Things to do," 2009, 
May 29). 
 
The task at hand is the recovery effort to not only rebuild infrastructure – preferably in a 
way that makes it less prone to similar disasters in future – but, more importantly, 
helping those affected rebuild their lives ("Wiser after the event," 2009, June 3). 
 
By linking these to the preservation of life, the discourses reflected the problems with existing 
approaches and highlighted opportunities for change in government and community behaviour. 
One of the key recommendations was to pass an Act to grant higher authority to the Department 
of Disaster Management to influence Bhutan’s disaster management capability (Lamsang, 2009, 
May 29). This critique set in motion an important change process that was enhanced by a 
second natural disaster. 
 
The second natural disaster: Series of earthquake affect communities across Bhutan 
 
Bhutan’s disaster response was again tested when on September 21, 2009. While the nation was 
recovering from Cyclone Aila, an earthquake measuring 6.3 on the Richter scale killed 13 
people, left more than 7,000 people without shelter, and damaged 805 houses, 116 lhakhangs 
(monasteries), 165 chortens (religious monuments), 39 schools and 47 government offices 
("Earthquake hits Bhutan, kills 10," 2009, September 21; Wangchuk & Pelden, 2009, September 
25). The King and Government activated the army to evacuate people, supply rations, build 
temporary shelters, and help villagers collect salvageable timber from damaged houses ("His 
Majesty visits flood-affected areas," 2009, May 30). 
 
In a similar approach to the flood event, the King and Prime Minister toured affected areas, 
offering both emotional reassurance and financial assistance, thus reflecting a discourse and 
substantive approaches to renewal and reconstruction. The Prime Minister’s voice and 
messages were more strongly present in this disaster than in the flood. These approaches are 
reflected in the following statements:  
 
We mustnt [sic] lose hope and stay idle. Instead we have to help each other and rise 
from this situation with strong determination, the PM said to the small gathering at 
Narang  
 
(His Majesty the King) We all grieve with you (Palden, 2009, September 25). 
 
These messages of hope and renewal were reflected in people’s reactions, showing alignment 
with their expectations and the principles of GNH:  
 
“Seeing and listening to His Majesty comforted us more than the materials we received. 
His speech was full of compassion and we could see genuine concern in His Majesty’s 
eyes (""I will look after you': His Majesty," 2009, October 19). 
 
However, compared the flood event, which had a n extended warning period, concerns about 
future earthquakes and disasters emerged amongst the people generated by religious leaders 
who ‘predicted’ future quakes were imminent  ("Editorial: The power of the rumour mill," 2009, 
September 25). These rumours led to people sleeping outdoors and highlighted the influence of 
religion and oral traditions as important lessons for future disaster relief efforts ("Editorial: The 
power of the rumour mill," 2009, September 25). However, over time, a novel solution emerged. 
During tours of the affected communities, the King expressed wishes to stay in the homes of his 
people. In one town, as a family was preparing to sleep outside almost one month after the 
earthquake, the King expressed a desire to sleep in the family home:  
 
Kencho (resident) said he could not go to sleep that whole night thinking that the house 
might collapse in the night. His Majesty slept in peace, though. Kencho said His Majesty 
woke up at around 8 am the following morning, safe and sound. That convinced him and 
his family that their house was safe (Pem, 2009, October 23). 
 
In a similar pattern to the floods, disaster preparation discourse emerged to create 
opportunities for changes to disaster management approaches:  
 
Lyonchhoen Jigmi Y Thinley also told representatives that the disaster management 
team at the local and central level would now be strengthened. Weve [sic] realised more 
efforts are needed to set up formal linkages with international institutions for scientific 
and management science for early warning or advice (Choden, 2009, October 3). 
 
Two additional earthquakes caused further damage to property on 29 October and (Namgyal, 
2009, November 8) and 31 December 2009 (Namgyal, 2010, January 10). Media reports after 
these events continued to highlight the struggle in maintaining balance across future aspirations 
for disaster management, technical capability, reconstruction efforts, mitigation, and the needs 
of the people of Bhutan ("Editorial: Can," 2010, January 15).  
 
Conclusion  
 
The extended abstract reflects an initial review of the contrasts between discourses that 
reinforce Bhutanese values and principles of community and togetherness with calls for new 
processes for disaster management. The connections among the King, Prime Minister and the 
people of Bhutan are valued and reflected in discourses, reifying both disasters as renewing 
forces that serve to provide an opportunity for whole of the community to come together in the 
rebuilding process. This also created opportunity to reorganise and put in place the beginnings 
of change in system, reflected by democratizing effects such as inter-country linkages and 
capability development.  
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